This paper analyzes how a sample of the general population conceptualizes forgiveness, how these beliefs relate to forgiveness and how the results can be used to draw implications for mental health counselors. 147 adults from general population participated in the study. A unilateral concept of forgiveness shows a positive and significant relation with all the types of forgiveness except self-forgiveness, whereas a bilateral understanding of forgiveness, to require the repentance of the offender, the belief in unforgivable offenses and believing that not everybody has the right to forgive any offense lead to decrements in the level of forgiveness.
dependent upon the position of the wrongdoer. It is, rather, an unconditional gift given to the one who inflicted the hurt.
Although there is a common belief in the importance of forgiveness and the role the different conceptualizations have on the process, only a few studies have investigated those concepts and its relation with the level of forgiveness.
The purpose of this paper is to analyze how a sample of the general population understands forgiveness (beliefs about the value and nature of forgiveness, about the existence of unforgivable offenses and about the effects of forgiveness on both offender and victim), to explore how these beliefs relate to forgiveness and to use the results to draw implications for mental health counselors.
2.Method 2.1. Participants 147 adults from the general population living in Madrid (Spain) participated in the study. There are 67 males (45.9 %) and 79 females (54,1%), with an age average of 37,9 years (sd = 18.8).
Variables and measurement instruments:
A self-report questionnaire was created including the following variables and assessment instruments: 2.2.1. Dispositional forgiveness Dispositional forgiveness was measured by the Heartland Forgiveness Scale (HFS, Thompson y Snyder, 2003) . It is a 18-item self-report measure comprised of three subscales: Self-forgiveness, Other-forgiveness, and Forgiveness of situations. Higher scores on the subscales indicate greater levels of forgiveness. We used only the first two subscales of the HFS.
Specific forgiveness
Specific forgiveness was measured by the Forgiveness Scale (FS, Rye et al, 2001 ) and the Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motivations (TRIM-18, McCullough, Fincham y Tsang, 2003) .
The FS is a 15 item questionnaire with a Likert-type answer scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). It has two subscales: a) Absence of Negative: 10 items related to the absence of negative thoughts, feelings, and behaviors regarding a specific hurt or offense, and b) Presence of Positive: 5 items related to the presence of positive thoughts, feelings, and behaviors regarding a specific hurt or offense. Higher scores on both subscales reflect higher levels of forgiveness. Both subscales have showed a good reliability in our sample (alpha = .778 and .745 respectively) and for the global scale alpha is .816.
The TRIM-18 is comprised of 18 item which are rated on a five point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). It has three subscales: a) Avoidance subscale (7 items) measures motivation to avoid a transgressor, b) Revenge subscale (5 items) measures motivation to seek revenge, and c) Benevolence motivation (6 items). All of them showed a very good reliability in this research (alpha = .92, .87 and .87 respectively).
The concept about the nature of forgiveness
The unilateral concept of forgiveness was measured by two items rated on a 5 point Likert-scale ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree) and the Cronbach´s alpha in this research is .69. The negotiated concept of forgiveness was measured by six items rated on an equal Likert scale and showed a Cronbach´s alpha of .805.
Beliefs about the effects of forgiveness
A 15 item questionnaire was developed to measure the effects of forgiveness. The answers were rated on a Likert type scale ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree). A Principal Component Analysis with varimax rotation was performed on data from these items. The scree test indicated a three-factor solution which accounted for 56.9% of the total variance. The items were combined into three scales: negative effects on the offender (alpha = .742), positive effects on the offender (alpha = .819) and positive effects on the offended (alpha = .765).
Beliefs about the right to forgive
The belief that not everybody has the right to forgive was measured by the No Right scale (Cohen el al, 2006) ,. Participants rated the five items on a 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree) scale. The No Right scale showed a good reliability (alpha = .729).
Belief in unforgivable offenses
Beliefs about the existence of unforgivable offenses were measured by the Unforgivable offenses scale (Cohen et al, 2006) . Participants responded to five items on a 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree) scale. The scale showed a high reliability (alpha = .773).
Belief in the need of repentance
The belief in the need of offender repentance for granting forgiveness was measured by the Repent scale (Cohen et al, 2006) . Participants rated seven items on a 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree) scale. The Repent scale showed good reliability (alpha =.797).
Procedure
The questionnaires were completed anonymously. All participants in this research and the obtained data have been treated complying with the ethical principles of scientific research.
Data Analysis
All data were analyzed by SPSS 15.0. Table 1 shows the average scores in the different beliefs instruments. In our sample is more frequent the unilateral than the negotiatied concept of forgiveness (t = 3.77, p < .001), the participants tend to hold the belief that forgiveness has more positive than negative effects, and this positive effects are expected mainly on the offender behavior than on the offended (t = -3.53, p = 001). Correlations between the beliefs about forgiveness and the degree of depositional forgiveness are shown in Table 2 . The only belief which doesn´t correlate with the level of forgiveness is to believe that forgiveness has positive effects on the offender. Both the belief that forgiveness is positive for the offended and a unilateral concept of forgiveness show a positive relation with forgiveness of others and with the total score in dispositional forgiveness. All the other beliefs show a significant negative correlation with forgiveness of others and with the total score in dispositional forgiveness.. Correlations between beliefs and degrees of forgiveness after a specific offense are shown in Table 3 . All the beliefs except those related with the effects of forgiveness have a significant correlation with all the scales of specific forgiveness. When the person holds a unilateral concept of forgiveness and when he or she believes that forgiveness has a positive effect in the offended they will tend to show higher levels of forgiveness and lower levels of revenge and avoidance. On the other side to hold a negotiated concept of forgiveness, the belief in the necessity of repentance by the offender, the belief that there are unforgivable offenses and the belief that not everybody has the right to forgive, are related to lower levels of forgiveness and more behaviors and feelings of avoidance and revenge. 
Results

4.Conclusions
Our research shows the important role that ideas and beliefs about forgiveness have on the level of forgiveness experienced by the subjects. The unilateral concept about the nature of forgiveness shows a positive and significant relation with all the types of forgiveness but self-forgiveness, whereas a bilateral understanding of forgiveness leads to decrements in all the levels of forgiveness. To believe that forgiveness requires the repentance of offender is linked significantly with lower levels of forgiveness, in the same way that happens with the belief in unforgivable offenses as well as believing that not everybody has the right to forgive any offense.
As we have found the beliefs the person holds about forgiveness may facilitate or prevent the process and, therefore they should be explored before any interventions aimed at promoting forgiveness are implemented. More detailed knowledge of how the general population makes sense of the psychological construct of forgiveness will allow mental health counselors, educators, and researchers to work more effectively to help others forgive.
Because an individual's understanding and experience of forgiveness may be quite different from research and theoretical conceptualizations, researchers should compare lay understandings of forgiveness to academic ones.
